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ur ethnic heritage

PULASKI

BAY SETTLEENT

19th Century immigration reshaped this area

By Don Langenkamp
Of the Press-Gazette

Try, for a moment, to think of
Brown County as it was, say, 150
years ago.

This was an area with the ambiva-
lent potential for both failure and
great success. On the one hand, it
was a rugged, unforgiving place
with its tall forests and long, cold
winters. On the other, it was rife with
the promise of a new life.

The ethnic makeup of our area in
those days was elementary. There
were, of course, the Indians. There
were French Canadian fur trappers.
There was a phalanx of Yankee
traders who had forged their way
westward to become the ground-
floor businss community along the
Fox River.

Yes, it was simple then. There
was a balance and order to things.
In this frontier, the pecking order
and the functions of each group
were well-defined and established.

That would change drastically
over the next 60 years. As wave
upon wave of European immigrants
poured into Brown County, both the
face of the land and th ethnic make-
up would constantly change, settle,
and then change again.

As each new group — the Belgi-
ans, the Poles, the Dutch, the Ger-
mans, the Irish, the Scandinavians
and others — arrived and began to
hack out an existence and take root
here, yet another patch would be
added to the ethnic quilt.

It was a fascinating time, a time of
discovery and hardsh p, of opportu-
nity and failure, of harmony and
strife, of success and disappoint-
ment. It was a time' when leaders
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surfaced and became the cornersto-
nes of their respective ethnic

‘groups.

And it was a time when areas we
readily associate with various ethnic
groups today took on their identi-
ties. Of course Pulaski's makeup is
Polish. Certainly the Bay Settlement
area is Belgian. And can New Fran-
ken be anything but the Germans’
answer to their Old World state of
Franconia in Germany proper? Cer-
tainly not.

Perhaps no ethnic group took
root here more out of sheer hap-
penstance than the Belgians. And,
after the Belgians established them-
selves in what is now the Robinson-
ville, Champion and Town of Scott
areas — the northeastern part of
Brown County — their ranks swel-
led with startling rapidity.

That charter band of Belgians
that arrived here in 1853 was led on
an odyssey by Francois Petinoit.
The group embarked on their
search for a new life n Antwerp, Bel-
gium, on May 18 when they boarded
the Quinnebaug, a vessel that al-
ready had some Dutch settlers on
board.

But the Hollanders knew where
they were headed; the Belgians
didn’t. Petinoit and his countrymen

discovered their shipmates were
destined for the Sheboygan area
and decided to cast their lot with the
Dutch settlers.

But they soon discovered, after
arriving in Wisconsin, that the She-
boygan area would not work out.
German farmers had already staked
claim to most of the choice farmland
and there was a language barrier
that was unsettling.

So this first band of Belgians
headd north, where they had heard
there were settlers that spoke their
native French language. Initially,
they claimed land in the Kaukauna
area, but, again, fate intervened.

Some of their group — especially
the women — had heard of a
French-peaking priest and the lure
of spiritual sustenance was power-
ful. Father Edward Daems, pastor of
Holy Cross Church in the Bay Settle-
ment area, attracted Petinoit's
group to the northeast area of
Brown County.

Thus, the families of Jean Martin,
Phillip Hannon, Joseph Morreau,
Etienne Detienne and others settled
and began to carve a flinty exis-
tence and small farms out of the
forestland. They would soon be
joined by thousands of countrymen
— both the French-speaking Catho-
lic “Walloon” Belgians and their
Flemish Protestant counterparts.

By 1856, it is estimated that 15,-
000 Belgians arrived in the area.
The Belgian settlement had to sur-
vive a severe outbreak of Asiatic
cholera, which claimed thousands
of lives. During the epidemic, Father
Daems kept a horse saddled. at all
times and reportedly did not get a
full mght s sleep for seven weeks.

A number of Belgians began to
make their presence felt in Green
Bay proper by the 1870s. The Joan-
nes brothers were among the first to
become community leaderse from
their wholesale grocery business
along the railroad tracks near the
Fox River.

And by the 1890s, the Belgians
were becoming part of the power
structure that would influence and
shape Green Bay's future.

No ethnic group was lured to
Brown County under stranger cir-
cumstances than the Polish, be-
cause the catalyst for this migration
was a Scandinavian Lutheran.

John Hof, a land agent working in
Milwaukee, owned a large area of
land where the community of Pu-
laski stands today. He initially tried
to entice Swedish and Norwegian
settlers to move to the area, but
failed to do so.

‘Hof then turned to the Poles, but
realized he needed some sort. of
added attraction to spark the move-
ment. He found it in the prospect of
a Franciscan monastery.

The first Polish settlers arrived
here in 1877 and one of their lead-
ers was Norbert Peplinski. The mon-
astery was still a dream of Hof’s, but
that didn't deter him from printing
brochures with a picture of it on the
cover and sending them back to
Polnd.

The scheme succeeded, in that it
brought more Polish settlers to the
region. Many were befriended and
aided by John Gajewski, who
passed up the Pulaski area for
Green Bay.
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Gajewski, who spoke a number of
languages, was an early arrival in
the 1870s and quickly established
himself in the grocery, real estate
and saloon businesses. He had to
— he had 11 children to support.

In addition, he took many new
Polish arrivals into his home until
they could get situated.

When the enterprising Hof finally
had enough Poles settled in the Pu-
laski area to build the long-prom-
ised Franciscan monastery, he do-
nated the land and $400 to launch
the project. He found a willing priest
in Father August Zeytz and con-
struction proceeded.

The final twist to Hof's involve-
ment with the Polish was the fact
that he learned to speak Polish flu-
ently, moved to the area and con-
verted to Catholicism around 1900.

While the Polish essentially colo-
nized and grew deep ethnic roots in
the northwest part of Brown County,
the Irish were quite another matter.

The Irish movement began in the
late 1840s and was sparked by the
great potato famine in Ireland. The
effects of that famine had an impact
on their New World behavior, be-
cause it left them with little faith in
deriving a comfortable living from

the land.

While the early Irish arrivals sett-
led in the southern Brown County
area of Askeaton — named after an
Irish town — many quickly moved
into Green Bay. Their countrymen
also settled in Glenmore, Morrison
and the Wrightstown areas, but
again, their stamp on those areas
was not a lasting one.

There were reasons for this other
than their ambivalent attitudes to-
ward farming. Since they were an
English-speaking people, they
“Americanized” more readily than
other ethnic groups. They readily
moved to Green Bay and blended
into the city scene.

Many became railroad laborers
and they helped build canals. They
quickly became involved in politics
and they had their community lead-
ers, including such familiar names
as Minahan, McCormick and Baird.

But when the subject turns to
early community leadership from an
ethnic group other than the original
Yankee traders, it must ultimately
rest with the Germans.

The German migration here es-
sentially was divided into two parts:
there was the early German move-
ment from about 1845 to 1855 which
consisted largely of Protestants who
left thir mother country for political
reasons.
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Green Bay became the melting pot

... when the subject turns to
early community leadership
from an ethnic group other
than the original Yankee
traders, it must ultimately
rest with the Germans.

They were an attractive addition
to Wisconsin — so much so that the
state evntually recruited them ac-
tively. They were skilled craftsmen
and educated people.

The second German movement
was comprised of Catholics and
largely agrarian people who were
looking for fertile farmland. They
were responsible for many of the
clean German dairy farms that
sprang up in this area.

But while the Germans certainly
contributed to the agricultural
makeup of Brown County, their
presence was felt more in the c;ty,
which was rapidly becoming a mini-
melting pot, as members of all eth-
nic groups were moving away from
traditional areas and into Green
Bay.

By 1890, it was estimated that a
full 50 percent of Green Bay's civic

leaders were of German descent.
Names such as Rahr and Hagemeis-

ter were pillars of society. And so
was that of Albert Weise.

Weise arrived here in 1842 and
set up a small wagon shop. Later,
he and his wife, the former Maria
Holzknecht, developed an admira-
ble instinct for buying choice real
estate — such as the lot where the
Boston Store now stands, the entire
Town and Country tract which
stretched from the Fox to the East
River and the site on Jefferson
Street where the WBAY building is.

The Dutch also made their impact
along the Fox River. Along with the
Irish, they were the builders of the
locks system. Farther north, Louis
Van Dyke, a shingle dealer, estab-
lished Dyckesville.

The Dutch also settled in the
Preble area and along Finger Road,
blending with the Germans in that
area. They teamed with the Ger-
mans in establishing the dairy in-
dustry.

The other ethnic group that made
an impact on early Green Bay was
the Scandinavians, many of whom
arrived from Door County. Green
Bay's early shipbuilding was their
biggest area of concern, although
some, such as Norwegian Otto
Tank, emerged as civic leaders,

mostly on the west side of the Fox
River.



